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As one of the pioneers in modern American literature，Sherwood Anderson was 
very concerned about people’s living state in modern society. Winesburg, Ohio is one 
of those masterpieces in which Anderson has explored people’s loneliness and 
alienation. The book is hailed as both a first-rate psychological document and a fable 
of American estrangement. With his sophisticated writing skills, Anderson has depicted 
a group of lonely grotesques in a small Midwest town, who hunger for mutual 
understanding and communication but end up in alienation.  
The thesis is focused on the root for people’s difficulty in understanding and 
communication as reflected in Winesburg. It aims to demonstrate that upon the issue of 
human alienation Sherwood Anderson has suggested that language is instable and 
inadequate for human communication and that people should resort to the intuitive 
perception so as to acquire better understanding.  
The thesis consists of the following three chapters:  
The first chapter provides some background information for the thesis. It first 
tries to make a connection between Anderson’s life experience and his distrust of 
language, and then moves on to give an instruction upon Anderson’s emphasis on 
intuitive perception.  
The second chapter discusses the verbal failure which Anderson has highlighted 
in Winesburg. This chapter first concentrates on the narrative voice, which continually 
draws the reader’s attention to the limitation of narration and then focuses on the 
inarticulate characters that Anderson has created. From these two aspects we will then 
find out how Anderson has rendered language unreliable both for the narrator to 
convey the stories and for the characters to communicate with each other.  
The third chapter is about the significance of the nonverbal, intuitive perception 
as reflected in Winesburg. The chapter looks into examples in which the intuitive 
perception has established some moments of understanding between the inarticulate 
characters. Moreover, it also analyzes the growth of the protagonist George Willard, 
whose development is marked by his growing awareness of the limitation of language 













“Silence Speaks Better than Words”: The Verbal Failure and Intuitive Triumph in Winesburg, Ohio 
 ii
The ending draws a conclusion of the whole thesis and reveals the significance of 
the theme discussed above.  
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Sherwood Anderson is a writer of controversy in terms of his literary reputation. 
His creative life began in 1916 with the publication of his first novel Windy 
McPherson’s Son, which won him moderate critical acclaim. Three years later, he 
published Winesburg, Ohio, with which he was immediately recognized as an 
important new voice in American literature. Anderson’s fame reached its peak in the 
early 1920s, when he published what was considered to be his best novel Poor White 
in 1921 and won the first Dial Prize the next year. Acknowledged as an authentic voice 
of the American Midwest, he befriended many aspiring writers like William Faulkner 
and Ernest Hemingway and offered writing guidance to them during this period of time. 
However, from the mid 1920s his reputation underwent a dramatic decline. He 
experimented with journalism in an obscure corner of Virginia and gradually drifted 
into various non-fictional modes and social causes that occupied most of his final 
fifteen years. Though he did come up with some brilliant short-story writings collected 
in Death in the Woods and other Stories, no significant upswing could be found in this 
period. He was deserted by most critics. Upon his death in 1941, he was relegated to 
the role of a minor writer in American literary history. Critical books were closed on 
Anderson at that point, concluding that he had written earnestly if not well; he had 
written a handful of fine short stories, a number of mediocre or bad novels, some inept 
journalism, and that was all (Taylor 62). It was not until the 1950s that Anderson’s 
works began to draw critical attention again. The most significant event happened in 
1976, one hundred years after the birth of the writer, when his works were reexamined 
and Anderson regained the recognition as an important American author. Two valuable 
collections of Anderson criticism were produced as part of the centenary observation. 
They are Sherwood Anderson: Centennial Studies, edited by Hilbert H. Campbell and 
Sherwood Anderson: Dimension of his Literary Art, edited with an introduction by 
David D. Anderson.  
Despite the ups and downs in the critical reception, the continued popularity of his 
works has proved Anderson to be an important American writer. In the 1920s, H. L. 
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him, Anderson has achieved the goal The Spoon River Anthology aimed at, which is a 
successful fusion of simply-stated fiction and complex psychological analysis that 
revealed the essential loneliness and beauty of Midwestern town life (Mencken 37). 
Talking about Winesburg, Ohio, Hart Crane has given a high appraisal of it when he 
says that “America should read this book on his knees. It constitutes an important 
chapter in the Bible of her consciousness” (qtd. in Townsend 157). Similar comment 
has been made by Howard Mumford Jones and Walter B. Rideout. In the introduction 
to Letters of Sherwood Anderson, they write, “The Letters of Sherwood Anderson 
stand at the fountainhead of American modernism” (xviii). Besides, David D. 
Anderson, a prestigious scholar on Andersonian study, concludes in his introduction to 
Sherwood Anderson: Dimensions of his Literary Art that the substantial body of his 
work is “a significant and permanent contribution to American literature and to our 
understanding of ourselves, our time and our country” (vi). Some other critics like 
Waldo Frank, Paul Rosenfeld and T. K. Whipple also hold favorable opinions of 
Anderson’s works.  
One of the main reasons for the popularity of Anderson’s works is his disturbingly 
insightful yet compassionate studies of human life in modern society. His compassion 
for human beings is manifested in his remark: “Sometimes a single glance at a human 
face seems to tell a whole life story, and there have been times, when I walked thus, 
when I had to go along with bowed head, looking at the sidewalk. I could not bear 
looking at any more faces” (“A Writer’s Conception” 339). The insight was not sudden 
for Sherwood Anderson. As a man who grew up in a Midwestern town before the turn 
of the twentieth century, he witnessed America’s transition from a rural to an industrial 
society and observed the people of his town caught in a struggle for material wealth 
and lacking in spiritual fulfillment. His later experience as unskilled laborer, soldier, 
advertising copywriter and businessman also enabled him to observe the American 
society and communicate with a larger number people, for whom he gradually 
developed a deep sense of love and sympathy. David D. Anderson, in the article 
“Sherwood Anderson in Retrospect”, contends that “the spirit of Anderson’s work is 
the spirit of life” because “the wonder of human life, a compassionate regard for it and 
a compelling sense of discovering significance in the commonplace permeate his 















books we find Americans whose lives are wretched by their society values; and in 
others we find people trapped in a form of living death. For instance, in his first 
published novel, Windy McPherson’s Son, Anderson has given a partly 
autobiographical story about a young man, Sam McPherson, who grows to feel the 
shame for his incompetent father. As the story develops Sam becomes intensely 
committed to making money, an activity encouraged by several older townsmen. 
Though he quickly rises to financial success, he is finally disillusioned by his family 
life and awakened to the corruptness of American society. In Dark Laughter, Anderson 
has addressed the issue of sexual repression. It seems that he has presented amoral 
sexual experience as a means to escape the mores of modern society and return to a 
more natural existence.  
Winesburg, Ohio, a well-known masterpiece by Anderson, is another work in 
which he has well expressed his concern for human state in modern society. With a 
collection of twenty-five short stories, Anderson has depicted a group of grotesques 
who hunger for mutual understanding and communication but end up in loneliness and 
isolation. Upon the issue of isolation addressed in the book, there are varied 
interpretations. For instance, David D. Anderson contends that the human isolation is 
caused by “a narrowness of human vision and an inability or in some cases an 
unwillingness to grapple with and attempt to understand the complexities of human life 
and experience” (158). To him, these shortcomings lead to a self-centered world in 
which the protagonists approach others as extensions of themselves rather than as 
individuals (D. Anderson 158). Robert Dunne, in his A New Book of Grotesque, has 
made an attempt to put Winesburg, Ohio in the postmodern context of the power of 
discourse so as to find out how religion, marriage and other social institutions have 
subjected the inhabitants to surveillance. The thesis agrees with some of the views held 
by these two critics, but it focuses on the communicating tool, or language. It aims to 
demonstrate that the failure of language for establishing effective communication is 
largely responsible for the inhabitants’ becoming miserable grotesques. As a contrast to 
language, the intuitive, nonverbal perception seems to function as a better way of 
achieving mutual understanding.  
To support the hypothesis, the thesis will start by looking into Anderson’s 
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try to find out such attitude as reflected in Winesburg, Ohio, namely the instances of 
verbal failure and intuitive triumph that have occurred in the book. It will also look 
into the growth of protagonist, whose development is featured by his awareness of the 
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